Writing on the history of smallpox is shaped by the global eradication of the disease in 1979. The success of the World Health Organisation\'s campaign provides a natural end point to a story of man\'s ultimate triumph over a disfiguring killer. Thus histories of smallpox portray Lady Mary Wortley Montagu\'s introduction of inoculation (the process of deliberately infecting children with smallpox to induce subsequent immunity) to Britain and Edward Jenner\'s discovery of vaccination (in which the same technique was used to transmit cowpox, a much less dangerous means of acquiring immunity) as staging points on the road to the final conquest of the disease. This positive account has survived even though recent works, including *The life and death of smallpox*, now counterpoint the triumph of the eradication with the potential for disaster should laboratory stocks of smallpox virus be used in biological weapons on unprotected populations.

This book follows the traditional triumphal narrative path with its familiar cast of heroes and villains. The authors choose not to engage with the historiography of smallpox and with works by historians of medicine on the relationship between public health and politics, the less attractive aspects of Jenner\'s character, or the social and moral complexities of anti-vaccination protest. The authors take a rather Whiggish line which does not seek to engage with contemporary understandings of disease and therapy. Thus they describe early attempts to treat smallpox by bleeding, purging and so forth as based on unsound rationale. However, their stance is equivocal and they show more sympathy when describing the work of medical heroes. Modern assessments of Jenner\'s vaccination experiments on children as "medical malpractice" are dismissed by the authors as "grossly unfair" (p. 103).

There is much to recommend in this book. For the historian or general reader seeking a short account of smallpox and smallpox prevention from a western perspective *The life and death of smallpox* is the best book on the topic. Unlike many other works in the field, it deals with smallpox, inoculation, vaccination, and the WHO eradication campaign. In addition to the familiar events, it covers some less well recorded developments in smallpox prevention such as the use of glycerinated calf lymph in the late nineteenth century. Perhaps the best parts of the book are the chapters on the WHO eradication campaign, where the authors bring out the varying techniques used to control smallpox and have no qualms about identifying the failures as well as the successes of the programmes used in different countries. *The life and death of smallpox* is shorter and more readable than Frank Fenner\'s seminal volume *Smallpox and its eradication* (1988). It is as comprehensive in its chronological and geographic scope as Donald Hopkins\' *Princes and peasants* (1983; reissued as *The greatest killer*, 2002) covering the near and far East, Africa, north and south America. However, it includes a more comprehensive treatment of European techniques of smallpox prevention. The final chapters on the afterlife of smallpox as a biological agent of war avoid sensationalism in favour of a cool assessment of the potential threat.
